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ABSTRACT. This article argues that the semiotics of the war on terrorism points at a 
significant shift in United States’ discourses on security. This shift can best be described 
as a move from defence to prevention or from danger to risk. Whereas the notion of 
defence is closely connected to the state of war, this article claims that the war on 
terrorism instead institutionalises a permanent state of exception. Building upon 
Agamben’s notion that the state of exception is the non-localisable foundation of a 
political order, this article makes two claims. First, it argues that semiotic shifts in 
United States’ security politics point at a general trend that, to some extent, structures 
international American interventions. In a sense, the semiotic shifts in American 
security discourse declare the United States as the sovereign of the global order: they 
allow the United States to exempt itself from the (international) framework of law, 
while demanding compliance by others. Second, it claims that this production of 
American sovereignty is paralleled by reducing the life of (some) individuals to the bare 
life of homo sacer (life that can be killed without punishment). In the war on terrorism, 
the production of bare life is mainly brought about by bureaucratic techniques of risk 
management and surveillance, which reduce human life to biographic risk profiles. 


The Other that might delimit a modern sovereign Self has become fractured and 
indistinct, and there is no longer an outside that can bound the place of 
sovereignty... Today it is increasingly difficult for the ideologues of the United States to 
name a single, unified enemy; rather, there seem to be minor and elusive enemies 
everywhere’ 


[T]he battle against terrorism and terror is not a chess game. There are no preset rules: 
in principle, there is no distinction between legal and illegal moves and no basis on which 
the best move can be decided” 


* For helpful comments on earlier drafts of this paper, I would like to thank 
Alistair Shepherd, the participants to the round table meeting on Images and Nar- 
ratives of International Law and Regulation, Utrecht, 22-23 November 2003 as well 
as the editors of this volume. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 


Building upon the work of the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben, 
this article argues the semiotics of the war on terrorism points at a 
significant shift in United States’ discourses on security. This shift is 
best described as a move from defence to prevention or as a move 
from deterrence to risk management. Whereas defence and the poli- 
tics of threat are closely related to the rule-governed realm of war, 
this article claims that the ‘war’ on terrorism takes place largely 
outside the framework of domestic or international law and seems to 
consolidate something akin to a permanent state of exception, in 
which distinctions such as inside/outside, peace/war, friend/enemy 
and rule/exception are blurred to the point of indistinction. Indeed, 
this article argues that the United States’ war on terrorism is a par- 
ticular form of governing an emergency, in which the United States 
constitutes itself as the sovereign of the global order by exempting 
itself from the (international) framework of law. In this process, the 
sovereign power reduces the life of (some) people to that of homo 
sacer: life that can be killed without punishment. 

The argument will proceed in four stages. The next section will 
discuss Agamben’s essay Homo Sacer. Sovereign Power and Bare Life 
(1998) in some detail, since it seems key to understanding the 
exceptional mode of operation of the war on terrorism. Picking up on 
this, Section 3 will apply the framework of Agamben to the war on 
terrorism, arguing that the United States’ security response to ter- 
rorism institutionalises the state of exception as a permanent condi- 
tion of the global order. Due to a shift in US politics of security, now 
informed by a discourse on eventualities rather than actual events, 
the United States calls for a permanent military policing through the 
mechanisms of prevention and pre-emption. Section 4 will argue that 
in this permanent state of exception, the ‘other’, the ‘enemy’ is 
encountered mainly as homo sacer. Section 5 concludes this paper. 


2. ZONES OF INDISTINCTION: SOVEREIGN POWER AND BARE LIFE 


This section seeks to elaborate Agamben’s treatise on sovereign 
power and bare life as it seems key to grasping what is currently at 
stake in the war on terrorism. It will begin with a discussion of the 
relation between sovereignty and the camp, arguing that the camp 
is characterised by a permanent state of exception in which law 
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and chaos enter into a zone of indistinction. In this zone of 
indistinction, the central figure one encounters is that of homo 
sacer, bare life stripped of all its value in the sense that violence 
against him/her remains unpunished. Agamben’s writings on sov- 
ereign power, bare life and the camp are based on his reading of 
Carl Schmitt’s definition of sovereignty. According to Schmitt, the 
kernel of sovereignty lies in declaring the state of exception. The 
state of exception is constitutive of the juridical order in the sense 
that no rule exists without an exception: “Order must be estab- 
lished for juridical order to make sense. A regular situation must 
be created, and sovereign is he who definitely decides if this situ- 
ation is actually effective.’ 

Schmitt thus inverses the traditional Hobbesian definition of 
sovereignty as the juridical sanctioned power to rule. Sovereignty is 
not established after the state of nature; rather, the sovereign 
declaration of the state of exception simultaneously creates the 
state of nature and the rule of law through the abandonment of 
life, reducing (some) subjects to bare life.t Sovereign power thus 
constantly reproduces what it claims to presuppose. That is, the 
social contract that brings the sovereign into being masks the fact 
that sovereignty essentially operates through a ban: “The originary 
relation of law to life is not application but abandonment.’”° First, 
the sovereign is characterised by the fact that he can exempt 
himself from the law. Second, in doing so sovereign power 
excludes sacred life from the human-made juridical order in the 
sense that the latter can be killed without punishment. Thus, the 
sovereign and homo sacer are the mirror images of the sovereign 
operation: ‘‘the sovereign is the one with respect to whom all men 
are potentially homines sacri, and homo sacer is the one with 
respect to whom all men act as sovereigns.’° To put it simply: if 
the sovereign is defined by his capability to exempt himself from 
the law, homo sacer is defined as the bearer of this sovereign ban. 


> Schmitt, C., Political Theology: Four Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty 
(MIT Press, 1985), 19. 

* Agamben, G., Homo Sacer. Sovereign Power and Bare Life (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1998), 29, 35-36, 104-111. A similar argument is made by 
Campbell, D. and Dillon, M., ““The End of Philosophy and the End of International 
Relations’, in D. Campbell and M. Dillon (eds), The Political Subject of Violence, 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993), 31. 

2 Supra fn. 4, at 29. 

© Supra fn. 4, at 84. 
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Hence, for Carl Schmitt sovereignty shows itself not in a normal 
situation (or more accurately: it shows itself only in its potentiality) 
but in the state of exception, which is the authentic self-definition of a 
political community in the sense that it both constructs and delimits 
political space.’ Although Agamben finds Schmitt’s definition of 
sovereignty useful, he identifies a third variation of order and local- 
isation besides the rule of law and the state of exception: “To an 
order without localization (the state of exception, in which law is 
suspended) there now corresponds a localization without order (the 
camp as the permanent space of exception).’”* For Agamben, the 
camp exemplifies the space that is opened up when the state of 
exception finds a more permanent location: 


The camp is thus the structure in which the state of exception — the possibility of 
deciding on which founds sovereign power — is realized normally...[It] actually 
delimits a space in which the normal order is de facto suspended and in which 
whether or not atrocities are committed depends not on the law but on the civility 
and ethical sense of the police who temporarily act as sovereign.” 


Originally, the camp was an exclusive, secret, space surrounded by 
walls that divided social life within the political community from the 
bare life in the camps. However, according to Agamben the space of 
the state of exception has transgressed the spatiotemporal boundaries 
of the camp. The exception has become the rule: “‘Today it is not the 
city but rather the camp that is the fundamental biopolitical para- 
digm of the West.”’!° 

Taking his cue from Michel Foucault, Agamben maintains that 
the sovereign right to take life has become supplemented and 
permeated by a right to make life. In modern societies the sover- 
eign threat of death has been complemented with a concern to take 
charge of biological life in order to make it more productive, 


T Elsewhere Schmitt argues that “[h]owever one may look at it, in the orientation 
toward the possible extreme case of an actual battle against a real enemy, the 
political entity is essential, and it is the decisive entity for the friend-or-enemy 
grouping; and in this (and not in any kind of absolutist sense), it is sovereign.”’ See 
Schmitt, C., The Concept of the Political (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1996), 
39. 

8 Supra fn. 4, at 175. 

° Supra fn. 4, at 170, 174. 

'© Supra fn. 4, at p. 181, passim, Agamben’s outspoken statement that the con- 
centration camp is the political paradigm of the West does not purport that life today 
faces the same horrors that inhabitants of concentration camps had to confront. 
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fertile, healthy, etc.!' Instead of threatening with death, biopolitics 
is a form of power that is concerned with the correction, admin- 
istration and regulation of populations. Seeking to take charge of 
life, ‘‘it does not have to draw the line that separates the enemies 
of the sovereign from his obedient subjects; it effects distributions 
around the norm.”’? The inclusion of pure life in politics, then, 
also marks a shift from law to the (statistical) norm in the sense 
that bare life is not only, or not even first and foremost, produced 
in the sovereign process of taking life, but through the process of 
making life, i.e. through the distribution of human life around a 
norm with the purpose of reducing life’s distance to this norm. 
Although the incorporation of bare life in the political realm has 
made it possible to reduce, amongst others, famine and mortality 
in the West, it has also given rise to ‘caring’ practices such as 
racism and eugenics: ““What follows is a kind of bestialization of 
man achieved through the most sophisticated political techniques. 
For the first time in history...it becomes possible both to protect 
life and to authorize a holocaust.’”’!* 

Agamben’s rendering of sovereign power and bare life is driven 
by an ethical drive to lay bare the juridico-political mechanisms of 
power that make it possible to commit acts of violence that do not 
count as crime.'* While not denying the uniqueness of the suffering 
in the Nazi concentration camps, Agamben discovers similar struc- 
tures in contemporary society. He points out that camp-like struc- 
tures such as detention centres for illegal migrants, airport holding 
zones and humanitarian relief camps all produce bare life in the 
sense that decisions on the life of people can be taken outside the 
normal framework of rule, but which nevertheless are not completely 
illegal and without connection to that law. In the context of this 
paper, the Guantanamo Bay detention centre for suspected terrorists 
is another case in point.'> However, as Edkins has noted, Agamben 
has not inquired deeper into the politics of emergency or the politics 
of the ban in which the sovereign and homo sacer are constituted as 


"' Foucault, M., Society Must Be Defended (London: Allen Lane, 2003), 241. 

'? Foucault, M., “Right of Death and Power over Life’, in P. Rabinow (ed.), The 
Foucault Reader. An Introduction to Foucault’s Thought (London: Penguin, 1984), 
266. 

'3 Supra fn.4, at 3. 

4 Supra fn.4, at 171. 

'S See Section 4 for more details. 
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each other’s mirror image.'° Therefore, the following sections aim to 
provide insight into the ways in which the American governance of 
the emergency of 9/11 constitute global American sovereignty on the 
one hand and reduce political subjects to the naked life of homo 
sacer. 


3. THE WAR ON TERRORISM AND THE PRODUCTION OF AMERICAN 
SOVEREIGNTY 


A direct parallel, then, can be drawn between Agamben’s notion of 
the camp as a zone of indistinction and the logic that informs the 
United States’ war on terrorism. In addition to the physical emergence 
of camp-like structures such as the detainment centres for suspected 
terrorists, it can be said that the war on terrorism operates through the 
sovereign ban in the sense that it blurs the distinction between inside/ 
outside, domestic politics/international relations, order/anarchy, 
trust/fear police/military and friend/enemy. This section argues that 
the blurring is brought about by a fundamental change in the United 
States’ politics of security. Contrary to the pre-9/11 period, the 
starting point of post-9/11 security politics is prevention rather than 
the defence against an actual threat: ““We must adapt the concept of 
imminent threat to the capabilities and objectives of today’s adver- 
saries...To forestall or prevent such hostile acts by our adversaries, 
the United States will, if necessary, act pre-emptively.”’'” 

The semiotic shift from defence to prevention takes its point of 
departure in the behavioural potentialities of states rather than their 
actual behaviour: ‘‘[T]he United States can no longer solely rely on a 
reactive posture as we have in the past. The inability to deter a 
potential attacker, the immediacy of today’s threats, and the 


'6 Edkins, J., “Sovereign Power, Zones of Indistinction, and the Camp”, Alter- 
natives 25 (2000), 3-25. 

'7 The White House, National Security Strategy of the United States (Washing- 
ton, September 2002), 15. In the Caroline case of 1842, the International Court of 
Justice argued that pre-emptive state violence should be considered legitimate when 
there exists ‘‘a necessity of self-defence, instant, overwhelming, leaving no choice of 
means and no moment for deliberation.’ So defined, pre-emption implies that for 
anticipatory self-defence to be legitimate, it needs to be limited in time to the 
immediate present in the sense that pre-emptive moves can only take place after the 
other side has already fully and irrevocably committed itself to an armed attack. This 
notion clashes with the US interpretation, which therefore is better called prevention 
rather than pre-emption. 
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magnitude of potential harm that could be unleashed by our adver- 
saries’ choice of weapons, do not permit that option. We cannot let 
our enemies strike first.’!* Whereas anticipatory self-defence as it is 
understood in international law still operates with an image of 
reactive violence, the war on terrorism replaces this picture with that 
of proactive intervention: “We must deter and defend against the 
threat before it is unleashed.”'? As such, prevention entails a move 
from danger to risk.*° The aim is no longer to confront a concrete 
danger, but to intervene before threats have fully emerged. Thus, 
preventive security is virtual security: it is one step further away from 
danger in its potentiality, but at the same time it is real, for the future 
increasingly determines present security choices.*! 

The shift from defence to prevention, re-action to pro-action, 
deterrence to intelligence, and events to eventualities is to be con- 
sidered mainly on an ontological level. Contrary to defence, pre- 
vention takes insecurity rather than security as the underlying value 
of security politics: ‘““We are today a nation at risk to a new and 
changing threat. The terrorist threat to America takes many forms, 
has many places to hide, and is often invisible. Yet the need for 
homeland security is tied to our enduring vulnerability.”?? While 
defence implies protection, safety and trust, prevention operates on 
the basis of permanent feelings of fear, anxiety and unease. Security 
discourses, in other words, are increasingly dominated by the logic of 
risk management, a logic which calls for the management and gov- 
ernment of potentialities of ‘risky’ populations by means of (statis- 
tical) calculations and proactive management rather than through the 
reactive management of real events and threats. 

The war on terrorism cannot be pinpointed in spatiotemporal 
terms. The time and place of terrorism are of the terrorist’s choosing. 
The success of terrorism lies in the provocation of fear and anxiety 
that result from the uncertainty regarding the time and place of the 
next attack. Hence, all perceived dangers (anthrax, serial killers, 
illegal immigration, etc.) can be and are linked to terrorists. Fear is 


'8 Supra fn.17, at 15. 

"9 Supra £n.17, at 14. 

70 See also Castel, R., “From Dangerousness to Risk”, in G. Burchell, C. Gordon 
and P. Miller (eds), The Foucault Effect. Studies in Governmentality (Chicago: Chi- 
cago University Press, 1991), 281-298. 

*! Lupton, D., Risk (London: Routledge, 1999), 93. 

>? Office of Homeland Security, National Strategy for Homeland Security 
(Washington, July 2002), preamble, emphasis added. 
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the rationale of the war on terrorism in which, in the end, everything 
can become suspicious. The National Security Strategy (2002) sum- 
marises it nicely: ““Thousands of dangerous killers, schooled in the 
methods of murder, often supported by outlaw regimes, are now 
spread throughout the world like ticking time bombs, set to go off 
without warning.”**> Victory is remote and to protect the local 
homeland, security politics has to operate on a global level: to be safe 
here means that the world has to be freed from terrorists everywhere. 
In terms of its effects on the contours of the global order, the 
prevention doctrine lays the basis for the United States’ exemption 
from international law and other norms that govern conduct in 
international society. In this sense, prevention invalidates the law 
without declaring international law openly obsolete. Faced with a 
non-localisable and open-ended threat, the war on terrorism effec- 
tively institutionalises a permanent state of exception in which the 
United States reserves for itself the right to act unilaterally, while 
simultaneously demanding compliance with the law from the other 
states. As Hardt and Negri argue: “Here therefore, is born, in the 
name of the exceptionality of the intervention, a form of right that is 
really a right of the police [that] is inscribed in the deployment of 
prevention, repression, and rhetorical force aimed at the recon- 
struction of the social equilibrium.”** As such, the war on terrorism 
replaces the current order with a smooth, infinite space of endless 
surveillance, detection and prevention. Prevention produces Ameri- 
can sovereignty, but it is also produces bare life, life that is aban- 
doned in the process of constituting global American sovereignty. 


4. THE WAR ON TERRORISM AND THE PRODUCTION OF BARE LIFE 


In the war on terror, the figure of the terrorist embodies the bare life 
that is the bearer of the sovereign ban. While the language of war 
might seem to elevate terrorism from the realm of criminal justice 
(low politics) to that of war and international security (high politics), 
a closer look reveals that terrorists are in fact not considered a 
legitimate party in the war. Rather, they are criminalised and referred 
to as unlawful combatants. The distinction between enemy combat- 
ant and unlawful combatant has much in common with the 


3 President G.W. Bush, President Delivers State of the Union Address (Wash- 
ington, 29 January, 2002), paragraph 11. 
°4 Supra fn.1, at 17. 
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Schmittian distinction between enemy and foe. While the first refers 
to the concrete other that constitutes an existential threat to the self, 
the foe refers to the criminalised and morally degraded other, who 
should not only be defeated but utterly destroyed. Perhaps, it is in this 
sense that one should make sense of the comment by the American 
Secretary of Defence, Donald Rumsfeld, that the goal of the war in 
Afghanistan was to kill — rather than defeat — as many Taleban as 
possible.*° At any rate, the framing of the war on terrorism as a war 
on behalf of civilisation itself denies that such values are presented in 
the other.*° Thus Zizek argues that in the war on terrorism 


...we cannot even imagine a neutral humanitarian organization like the Red Cross 
mediating between the warring parties, organizing the exchange of prisoners, and so 
on: one side of the conflict (the US-dominated global force) already assumes the role 
of the Red Cross — it perceives itself not as one of the warring sides, but as a 
mediating agent of peace and global order crushing rebellions and, simultaneously, 
providing humanitarian aid to the ‘local populations’. Perhaps the ultimate image of 
the treatment of the ‘local population’ as Homo sacer is that of the American war 
plane flying above Afghanistan — one is never sure what it will drop, bombs or food 
parcels.”’ 


As noted earlier, a second aspect in which the transformation of 
life into bare life is visible in the war on terrorism concerns the status 
and treatment of detained suspects of terrorism. Although many of 
the detainees have been taken into American custody during the 
armed conflict in Afghanistan, they are not granted the prisoner of 
war status in the way it is required by the Geneva Conventions. 
Speaking of unlawful combatants, the United States successfully 
keeps their detainment outside the realm of international regulation. 
In a parallel movement, the fate of the detainees is also kept outside 
the jurisdiction of the national American criminal justice system as a 
result of the extra-territorial location of the Guantanamo base where 
many detainees are held. While the suffering of these detainees 
obviously is not comparable to the atrocities faced by inhabitants of 
the concentration camps, it is nevertheless possible to detect the 
juridico-political structure of the state of exception (the camp) in 
detainment centres such as the Guantanamo base, as detainees are 


5 See Zizek, S., Welcome to the Desert of the Real! Five Essays on September 11 
and Related Dates (London and New York: Verso, 2002), 91. 

°© See for example President George W. Bush, Address to a Joint Session of the 
Congress and the American People (Washington, 20 September 2001). 

27 Supra fn. 25, at 93-94. 
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stripped from all legal rights, while they remain subjected to the 
power exercised over them.”® 

However, the biopolitical production of bare life does not just take 
place in the camp or the immediate conflict in Afghanistan. In fact, 
the production of homo sacer is made possible through bureaucratic 
techniques of risk management, enabled by new laws such as the 
Patriot Act, that apply well beyond the theatres of military conflict. 
These techniques of bureaucratic surveillance subject life to statistical 
methods by which norms of behaviour are identified within the 
population according to the laws of probability.”? In risk manage- 
ment, the subject is not encountered as a unique person with some 
sort of indispensable inner singularity, but as an aggregate of risk 
factors, a modulation that can be managed and tamed through 
continuous monitoring. As Rose argues, risk management 


...1S not a question of instituting a regime in which each person is permanently under 
the alien gaze of the eye of power exercising individualizing surveillance. It is not a 
matter of apprehending and normalizing the offender ex post facto. Conduct is 
continually monitored and reshaped by logics immanent within all networks of 
practice. Surveillance is ‘designed in’ to the flows of everyday existence.*” 


Turning individuals into ‘dividuals’, risk management reduces life to 
the naked life of biographic profiles on the basis of which new col- 
lective identities or risk classes are created.*! The aim of the Com- 
puter Assisted Passenger Pre-Screening (CAPPS) system, for 
instance, is to gather data about all passengers flying to the United 


°8 Recently, however, the Supreme Court has decided to consider whether 16 (out 
of 700) detainees of Australian, British and Kuwaiti nationality, will have the right to 
appear in front of an American Court. The final decision is not expected until 
summer 2004. To date, many legal experts deem it unlikely that the Supreme Court is 
willing to grant them this right, referring back to the World War I]-era Supreme 
Court decision holding that German prisoners detained by the United States in 
China had no right to challenge their detentions in US courts. They also point out 
that the Supreme Court is pro-government when it concerns matters of national 
security (see www.internationaljusticeproject.org). Moreover, as the 16 detainees 
whose case will be concerned are all nationals of befriended states, the question arises 
whether a for the 16 detainees positive Supreme Court decision can and will be 
extended to the other detainees. 

° For instance, in the United States 5000 Arabs between the age of 18 and 33 were 
interrogated in relation to the terrorist attacks. 

9 Rose, N., Powers of Freedom. Reframing Political Thought (Cambridge: Cam- 
bridge University Press, 1999), 234. 

3! See Deleuze, G., “Postscript on Control Societies”, in G. Deleuze (ed.), 
Negotiations. 1972-1990 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995). 
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States. On the basis of information about name, age, address, pass- 
port, credit card number and previous travels, CAPPS classifies the 
potential dangerousness of all travellers. It constructs three different 
risk classes/identities: green, yellow and red, with green meaning 
non-dangerous and red meaning very dangerous. Muslim visitors 
from the Middle East are automatically assigned the yellow identity.” 

However, surveillance is not just limited to foreigners entering the 
United States. The Terrorist Screening Center (TSC), a joint initiative 
of the Department of Justice, Department of Homeland Security, the 
Intelligence Community, the FBI and the State Department, seeks to 
install surveillance and data collection as a routine of every-day life 
within and outside the United States. As Attorney General Ashcroft 
argues: “The Terrorist Screening Center will provide ‘one-stop 
shopping’ so that every federal anti-terrorist screener is working off 
the same page — whether it’s an airport screener, an embassy official 
issuing visas overseas, or an FBI agent on the street.”’** The result is 
that the differences between inside/outside, police/military and 
FBI/CIA become increasingly blurred. On the one hand, there is an 
increasing internalisation of external security in the form of ‘domestic 
spying’ and data collection within the United States. On the other 
hand, externalisation of internal security (policing beyond borders) is 
taking place in remote places such as Afghanistan. Hence, Tom 
Ridge’s (Secretary of Homeland Security) remark, that the Terrorist 
Screening Center will make it possible to put intelligence to imme- 
diate use at the front lines of the battle against terrorism misses the 
crucial point that there are no clear front lines in the war on terror. 
Rather, the front is everywhere and no one can expect to be exempted 
from the network of surveillance and inspection. In a sense, every- 
body is a suspect. 

The administration and classification of biographical risk profiles 
does not work as an immediate exclusion (monitored subjects can 
freely move around), but as a form of ‘inclusive exclusion’. That is, 
prevention does not perform its exclusive function in simple binary 
terms of friend/foe, but fabricates the ‘foe’ within the social order as 
potentially dangerous. The aim of intervention is no longer the 
exclusion of dangerous elements, but to interfere on the actuarial 


>? See Ramonet, I., “Surveillance totale”, Le Monde diplomatique (August 2003). 
See also Lyon, D., Surveillance after September 11 (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2003). 

33 Department of Homeland Security, New Terrorist Screening Center Established 
(Press Release, 16 September, 2003). 
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basis of risk factors in order to anticipate and prevent groupings from 
becoming dangerous. Through the inclusion of risk classes in a sys- 
tem of control, the life of legal subjects is not reduced to that of homo 
sacer. Rather, the reverse is happening: the figure of homo sacer 
dwells in everybody in the sense that all life is bare life until class 
credentials prove otherwise — the elevation from homo sacer to an 
autonomous subject is only a secondary move. 


5. CONCLUSION 


Following Agamben, this paper has argued that the centrality of the 
state of exception and the sovereign ban as the non-localisable 
foundation for the political order are crucial for understanding the 
war on terrorism, the production of American sovereignty and the 
production of bare life. Due to its emphasis on prevention, the war on 
terrorism institutionalises the state of exception as a permanent 
aspect of the global order. In it, American sovereignty is constituted 
in a Schmittian sense as much as bare life is subjected to technological 
processes of risk identification, administration and assessment. 
Indeed, in the sense that prevention calls for a system of social 
control that envelopes the entire globe, it is best understood as a 
blurring of the boundaries between inside/outside, domestic/inter- 
national and peace/war. The dispersion of surveillance throughout 
domestic and international society implies that heterogeneous factors 
and events such as place of birth, religion, travel records, reading 
records, visa applications and immigration all become part of a 
cybernetics of control in which risk information is intrinsic to all 
decisions made on these issues. Prevention, then, is not concerned 
with the production of something good. Its aim is to repress anxiety 
through the development of new and better technologies of risk. It 
does not work towards some utopian goal, but is guided by the 
principle of apocalypse: ‘‘Risk society is a catastrophic society. In it 
the exceptional condition threatens to become the norm.”** The 
semiotic shift from defence to prevention in American security dis- 
course, to conclude, implies that the freedom of human beings is in 
constantly constrained, restricted and assessed. Hence, while the 
battle against terrorism is fought in the name of freedom and 
democracy, risk management neutralises real democratic participa- 
tion by classifying groups in categories that affect the chances and 


4 Beck, U., Risk Society. Towards a New Modernity (London: Sage, 1992), 24. 
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choices of people in every-day life. To quote Agamben: “A state 
which has security as its sole task and source of legitimacy is a fragile 
organism; it can always be provoked by terrorism to become itself 
terroristic.’’*° 
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